Carrier's fiction is based on exaggeration and the grotesque, but it also deals with serious questions: the forces of life and death in the lives of his characters. Death is the subject of La Guerre, Yes Sir! and of several short stories, and it is symbolically present in certain other works. In Le Deux-millième étage and II est par là, le soleil, life in the city is equated with death. None of Carrier's characters live happy lives, and their religion is one of death and sin. As French-Canadians, they are threatened with destruction by the English-speaking world and by American capitalism. Yet they affirm their will to live by clinging to life; they react against their religion of death by blaspheming, and, in some cases, by openly rejecting it. They express their will to live through their sexual activity and by their humour. As a community, they show their will to survive by remembering their past. Jean-Thomas in II n'y a pas de pays sans grand-père, by talking of the past, keeps it alive and passes on to his grandson the will to survive as a French-Canadian. Telling stories which others will remember is thus a way of cheating death.
follows the misfortunes of Philibert, the son of the gravedigger in the first novel, as he leaves home and moves to the city. He goes from one menial and pointless task to another, until, finally on the brink of success, he dies in a car accident. While writing this trilogy, Carrier also published a group of short stories called "Contes pour mille oreilles" (1969) , which have themes similar to those in his first volume of short fiction. 59 1
Other novels were to follow. In 1973, came Le deux-millieme etage, the story of a man who owns an old apartment building in a poor district of a city (probably Montreal), and who refuses to allow it to be demolished for a new building project. Le Jardin des delices (1975) is set in the same village as Carrier's first two novels, and it tells of how a confidence man persuades the villagers that there is gold on their land and sells them shares in a fictitious mining company. Interwoven with this story is that of the local lawyer, who, because he wanted to return to earth after his death, was buried with most of his worldly wealth. The most recent of Carrier's novels, Il n'y a pas de pays sans grand Pere (1977) , is narrated by an old man, confined to his rocking-chair, who laments the softness and decadence of modern Quebecois. The only person with whom he can communicate is his grandson, and, when the latter is arrested at a demonstration against the Queen's visit to Quebec, the old man decides to rescue him. Brandishing his hunting knife, he hijacks a bus and sets off to Quebec City. Finally, he is overpowered, put in a straight jacket and sent to a mental institution. In 1979, Carrier published Les Enfants du bonhomme dans la lune, a collection of short stories inspired by his childhood.
Summaries such as these cannot convey how Carrier's fiction grips the reader. He is a raconteur who uses an amazing combination of caricature, exaggeration and the grotesque to create a very special world. He himself has admitted: "My novels revel in the unlikely; I love exaggeration, I love force, I love the epic."' But he is also careful to point out that a writer's flights of imagination do not necessarily divorce him from reality. While admitting the importance of imagination in his works, he adds: "When I say imaginary, I do not create a distinction between the imaginary world and the one we call the real world; by imaginary, I mean the real world perceived more globally by the novel, with all its possibilities and its meanings."' Interestingly enough, Carrier dates his vocation as a novelist from the time when, at the age of twelve, he read Candide. 4 It need hardly be added that, in this work, Voltaire used the grotesque and the exaggerated to say some very serious things about the nature of life. Carrier, too, through his use of what one critic has called "fantastical realism,"s is an equally serious writer. His work in one of its most important aspects, is an examination of the very forces of life, and of the forces of death which oppose them.
The presence of death as a theme in these works should be no surprise, for, as Margaret Atwood puts it, "the general Canadian In "La Chambre nuptiale," 7 a newly-married couple discover that they have become aged and corpse-like.
Frequently death has a symbolic presence. Many of Carrier's works are set in winter, for example, and the cold and snow can be seen as symbols of death (as Margaret Atwood points out, winter often plays this role in Canadian novels). 8 The whole of La Guerre, Yes Sir! takes place in winter, as does much of Le Jardin des delkes.
In the latter, the approach of winter is linked explicitly to death through references to dead moose carried off by hunters, the "dry bones" of the trees, and the long nights. Obviously, night, too, is symbolic of death, and nearly all of Floralie, oa es-tu? takes place at night, while the wake in La Guerre, Yes Sir! and several scenes of Le Jardin des delkes are set at night.
Sometimes it is the dull routine of life in the city which Carrier equates with death. In "Le Telephone," (Jolis Deuils, pp. 129-34), a man wears himself out by repeating the same formula every time the telephone rings in the office of a large company. After his death, his wife takes over the task, until she, too, dies. "Le metro" (ibid., exploited by employers and they barely manage to scratch a living from the soil. "Life is a curse," Philibert comments," and, when one of the workers on the construction site deliberately blows himself up, Philibert approves of the act, seeing it as less stupid than docile acceptance of a life of misery. But this sombre view of existence is lightened by Carrier's obvious pity for his characters and for mankind. He does not revel in the dismal picture he paints, but shows great warmth for a humanity which must suffer and die. This feeling is best expressed in the scene in Le Jardin des delkes where two drunken villagers dig up the lawyer's grave to get at his wealth. Although terrified by the dark graveyard, they are still able to show their pity when they see the lawyer's body. They burst into tears, and one of them exclaims: "Damn it, death is sad!" "Damn it, life is sad," replies the other."
It has always been the task of religion to deal with problems such as these, but, in Carrier's works, religion is itself depicted as a morbid force, even as a form of death worship. The priests in his novels constantly warn the faithful that death stalks them and that they must always bear that in mind. "My brothers," says the priest in La Guerre, Yes Sir!, "never forget that we live to die and that we die to live." " In II est par la, le soleil, the couple with whom Philibert lodges introduces him one day into a dark room lit only by a candle. In the middle is a coffin containing the remains of their dead child, before whom they come to pray. When Philibert asks what is in the coffin, they murmur: "It is life." 16 Associated with this exaltation of death is an attempt by the Church to frighten men. Carrier sees religion, not as a liberating force, but as one which imprisons through fear of sin. During Corriveau's funeral, the priest gives a lurid description of the torments of hell, and tells his listeners: "Because you are men and women, because the flesh is weak, you are condemned to perish in the flames of Hell, to perish without end unless God in His infinite goodness forgives your sins."" The priests in Floralie, ou es-tu? and Le Jardin des delkes preach essentially the same message, and its effect is to replace enjoyment of life with fear of death. The religion which these characters practise is so unnatural that they scarcely understand its rituals. Their prayers are a hilarious muddle of misunderstood words, and the Hail Mary becomes: "Je vous salue, Marie, pleine et grasse" ("Hail Mary, pregnant and fat")." Sometimes, however, a garbled prayer hits on the truth, as when one character prays: "Au fond, to m'abimes, Seigneur, Seigneur" ("In the depths, You destroy me, 0 Lord, 0 Lord"). 22 And the God they worship is indeed destructive. He is also unjust, and one question which is posed in La Guerre Characters like these learn the lesson which Carrier describes in "Les Medailles flottent-elles sur lamer ?" (Les Enfants du bonhomme dans la lune, pp. 137-41). Here he tells how, when he was a child, he wore dozens of holy medals around his neck. One day, he realized that they were too heavy, so he threw them away. His characters learn that all prophets are charlatans, like Neron the quack doctor in Flora lie, ou es-tu?; that all prophets lie, like J. J. Bourdage with his promises of gold. They discover, like Carrier himself in "Le jour ou je devins un apostat" (Les Enfants du bonhomme dans la lune, pp. [37] [38] [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] [44] , that the "miracles" of religion are just fables.
Besides this conscious rejection of religion, there is also, however, an instinctive rejection of death. Carrier's characters react to death by expressing their sexual urges. As Dorval puts it: "Wanting to make love is a sign of life: the dead don't have that kind of urge."'" Even Philibert longs for love, and his last thoughts before he dies are of the beautiful bank clerk. Amidst death and destruction, people go on asserting their will to live through sex. In the ruins of the demolished buildings, Dorval discovers two adolescents making love, and they tell him: "We're taking advantage of life before it makes us In Le Jardin des delices, the two men who dig up the lawyer's grave keep their fears at bay by thinking of the pictures of naked women they have seen on calendars. When Henri and his wife in La Guerre, Yes Sir! see Corriveau's coffin taken past their house, their reaction is to go to bed and make love. As Molly and &rube make love in the room above the coffin, "It was death which they violently stabbed."'" Molly, in fact, incarnates sex and life, and her presence at the wake counteracts Esmalda's. The two women stand in direct contrast: Esmalda with her talk of death, her decayed teeth and her insistence on letting the cold into the room; Molly with her voluptuous body, her warmth and her ability to console. Miss Catechime, the catechism teacher in Le Jardin des delices, plays a role similar to Molly's, for she reveals the pleasures of sex to the priest. Even the old woman who lives in one of Dorval's apartments discovers sex and becomes the most popular worker in Mignonne Fleury's brothel.
The role of sex in Carrier's fiction is conveyed humorously in Le Jardin des delices in the incident of the "zizis japonais"-tiny wax models of penises which suddenly appear in the village. The places where they are found are particularly important. Often they appear in the snow, which is symbolic of death. One of them is found in the Church tabernacle, the very center of the institution from which emanates the religion of death. When they remember this past, this history of endurance, VieuxThomas and his grandson achieve a kind of victory over death by bringing the past alive. Carrier himself obviously loves Quebec and cherishes memories of his childhood there. Les Enfants du bonhomme dans la lune is essentially an attempt to revive that childhood and memories of the Quebec which formed him. For a culture to survive, it is important that the past not be forgotten, and the older characters in Carrier's works often possess a knowledge gleaned from the past which the younger ones lack. In "Le Secret perdu dans l'eau" (Les Enfants du bonhomme dans la lune, pp. 157-62), Carrier tells how his father once taught him the art of water divining, but he soon forgot it. Later, as an adult, he met an old man who talked of his father's skill as a water diviner, and Carrier was filled with sadness at having forgotten the art. "Along the roads I had taken since the village of my childhood, I had forgotten somewhere my father's knowledge," he says."
Worse even than such forgetfulness is the defilement of the past experienced by Philibert's grandparents. Philibert loves this old couple, their stories of the past and the house which symbolizes their past. But, when the couple sell their house to provide their children with an inheritance, the children turn it into a pigsty and force them to live with the pigs. Vieux-Thomas in II n'y a pas de pays sans grandpere is treated with similar disrespect: he is confined to his rocking chair by his daughter-in-law, has his pipe and hunting knife taken from him and is continually mocked by the children of the house. He, in turn, despises the young and equates them with death and weakness. He views with horror the weapons of destruction and the wars which he sees every day on the television. People now, he believes, are obsessed with death, and are consequently unable to create. He dreams of his own youth when he built his home and his furniture. The young today are incapable of this, and they are not even interested in producing children. "When people don't make children any more, it's because people don't want to live any more," he says." Their animals are no better, for they have to be artificially inseminated with semen bought from the Government. "Soon," he concludes, "people, instead of making their own dung, will prefer to buy it in plastic bags.""
The one exception to Vieux-Thomas's scorn is his grandson, Jean-Thomas. The latter's willingness to listen to Vieux-Thomas makes the old man rethink his past and listen to the younger man. As Jean-Thomas reads to him about Quebec's history, Vieux-Thomas remembers injustices he has suffered at the hands of the English. When his grandson is arrested, the old man begins to question why the Queen should come to Quebec. He puts aside his old fears, and, when he commandeers the bus, he rides through the English village which, at one time, he would never enter. But what is equally important is that Jean-Thomas learns from his grandfather and applies the old man's personal knowledge of the past to the present situation. Carrier writes: "Jean-Thomas needs the old men's remembrances. In Jean-Thomas's mouth, the old men's remembrances become the dreams of young men. His voice unites the past as it is told in old books with Vieux-Thomas's past; Jean-Thomas vows to make the future out of this past."" By talking of the past, Vieux-Thomas recaptures his youth. "Vieux-Thomas will tell the tale and, as usual, while he tells it, he will come alive again as if telling the tale of his youth brought back his youth."" The telling of stories is a reaction against death and oblivion, and this is why the characters in Le Jardin des delkes gather in the depth of winter to tell stories and to talk of the past. By doing so, they seem to hold the cold at bay. "In the midst of winter," Carrier writes, "words maintain the warmth of life. The breath of words tries to chase away the breath of the wind."" While people remember the past it is not dead, just as Jean-Thomas is not abandoned in his prison as long as Vieux-Thomas thinks of him.
In this process of resisting death by talking of the past, the Quebec which has been dispossessed of its culture and which, little by little, is trying tenaciously to create a soul for itself."" It may be objected that Vieux-Thomas, with all his memories of the past, achieves nothing, since he is unable to liberate JeanThomas. This is true, but, at the end of the novel, although VieuxThomas and Jean-Thomas are both locked safely away, the reader remains. He has lived the lives of these two, and of the many characters in the other novels. He is the real listener who accepts Carrier's message and who realizes that, as individuals and as French-Canadians, Carrier's characters represent life in the midst of death. Nobody, having read these novels, can remain impervious to the message that men in general, and Quebecois as a race, reject the forces of death. Man can never overcome death, but he will always go on resisting it, and novelists like Roch Carrier will celebrate this struggle. As Carrier himself says: "To write is to agree to play the great game of life, of love and of death where the soul is condemned to lose at the end of the game, and the novelist is he who never really accepts this role."60 
